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BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 
CABINET – 13 JANUARY 2009 
 
REFERENCES FROM OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMISSION 
 

1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 Cabinet is asked to consider references from the meeting of the Overview and Scrutiny 
Commission held on 8 January 2009 in regard to the following items: 

§ Budget Setting 2009-10 (Cabinet Agenda item 7 (pages 134-187) refers) 

§ Year 2 Review of the Breckland Disability Equality Scheme (Cabinet 
Agenda item 8 (pages 10-18) refers) 

§ Local Development Framework: Thetford Area Action Plan – Preferred 
Options (Cabinet Agenda item 9 (pages 19 - 111) refers) 

§ Regional Spatial Strategy Review to 2031 – Housing Figures (Cabinet 
Agenda item 10 (pages 112 – 118) refers) 

§ Draft Financial Inclusion Strategy - Consultation 

 

 
 

2. BUDGET SETTING 2009-10 

2.1 The Commission has received a presentation on the latest position regarding budget 
proposals for 2009-10.  (Cabinet Agenda item 7 (pages 134-187) refers)   

2.2 The position was a very different scenario to a year ago. In summary, investment 
income was reduced by more than £1million and the efficiency target was set lower 
than Government expectations.  However, balances remained healthy.  The Council 
Tax was proposed at 3.35% linked to Consumer Prices Index (CPI) and the Band D 
level remained comparatively low compared to other local authorities across the 
country. 

2.3 So far as Thetford Growth Point was concerned, a member asked how this was being 
treated in the budget for the next and future years.  It was explained that capital 
schemes under this heading were not included in the capital programme at this stage.  
As capital schemes were worked up, they would be brought forward for approval under 
the capital programme.  However, revenue funding had been agreed previously and 
was shown in the revenue estimates.  It was also explained that the opportunities for 
other external funding had yet to be factored into the budget. 

2.4 A member was concerned that the capital programme could be unduly weighted 
towards Thetford under the Growth Point to the detriment of other towns and parishes 
in the district.  The Assistant Director (Governance) explained that the capital 
programme was not centred on any one area.  All capital schemes had to meet the 
Council’s priorities, be supported and be affordable.  Location was not a criterion but 
there was a broad spread of schemes across the district. 

2.5 It was confirmed that the budget did reflect public feedback from the consultation 
carried out earlier in the year. 

2.6 In response to a question, it was noted that cash investments were under review and 
the Audit Committee was due to review the Council’s investment strategy the following 
day, which would include some ideas as to limiting risk.  The budget assumed there 
would be low returns during the next year but generally it was felt returns would be 
mixed, as some higher earning investments, such as Northern Rock, were not due to 
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mature until later in the year. 

2.7 The present position regarding the Icelandic Banks investments was explained.  Local 
authorities affected were being represented by Solicitors appointed through the Local 
Government Association.  The situation remained very unclear.  A delegation of local 
authority representatives to visit Iceland was due to be agreed shortly.  It was hoped 
that by the time the present year’s accounts were closed in June, the Council would 
have an indication of the percentage of the return that could be expected and the 
associated timetable.  In the meantime, a prudent approach was being adopted for the 
purpose of the budget, with an assumption that this money would not be returned in 
2009-10 and for 2010-11, that only half of the money would be returned.   In answer to 
a further question, it was acknowledged that there would be a danger if Councils 
should not be able to recoup their principal from these investments.  In that event, an 
approach would need to be made to the Government to capitalise any principle lost in 
order to avoid an impact on council ratepayers. 

2.8 With regard to the 3% cashable efficiencies target set by the Government for all local 
authorities, it was explained that this need not be viewed strictly in cash terms but 
could be on a like for like basis. 

2.9 It was noted that the Audit Committee had considered the draft budget.  The two key 
issues were felt to be interest rates and the Icelandic banks investments.  The Audit 
Committee had been satisfied with the approach being adopted to deal with these 
issues. 

2.10 RECOMMEND to Cabinet that the proposed budget for 2009-10, as amended, be 
approved. 

3. YEAR 2 REVIEW OF THE DISABILITY EQUALITY SCHEME 

3.1 The Commission has considered the report on this matter and, in particular, has noted 
the establishment of a new pilot consultation scheme between the Council and 
Dereham Access Group which, if successful, could be used to create a framework for 
the future.  (Cabinet Agenda item 8 (pages 10-18) refers) 

3.2 The Commission has endorsed the report and 

 RECOMMENDS to Cabinet that approval be given to the publication on the Breckland 
Council website of the Year 2 Review of the Breckland Disability Equality Action Plan 
December 2006 – November 2009. 

4. LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK – THETFORD AREA ACTION PLAN: 
PREFERRED OPTIONS 

4.1 In considering this report (Cabinet Agenda item 9 (pages 19 - 111) refers), the 
Commission also had regard to the issues raised by Policy Development and Review 
Panel 1, as set out in Minute 75/08 of the Panel meeting on 16 December 2008 and 
appended to this report. 

4.2 The concerns raised by Panel 1 related in particular to the issues of: 

§ Leisure provision 
§ Bus station 
§ Jobs Growth 
§ Train station location 
§ Status of the document 
§ Developer contributions 
§ Country park 
§ Thetford Forest 

4.3 In noting the consultation period for the document (six weeks from the end February), it 
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was asked how this fitted with that for the Core Strategy, particularly if there was a 
challenge to the latter document.  It was explained that the public consultation on the 
Core Strategy ended in mid-February, at which point it should be evident if there were 
likely to be any fundamental problems.   One of the reasons for staggering the 
documents was to allow for time to take account of any fundamental issues in the Core 
Strategy to ensure subsequent documents were still in conformity.  In answer to a 
further question, it was explained that the consultation would extend not only to 
Thetford and its surrounding parishes, but also to the Bury St Edmunds and Forest 
Heath and other neighbouring authority areas and key stakeholders.  The document 
would be published on the Council’s website and the consultation would also be 
publicised in the local press. 

4.4 A member endorsed the concerns raised at the Panel 1 meeting that development was 
being concentrated to the south of the A11 with nothing to the north of the A11.  He felt 
the reasons for this, in particular the constraints imposed by the main trunk road and 
the forest (both of which were man-made and not natural boundaries), were 
insufficient.  He felt these concerns had not been sufficiently emphasised in the Panel’s 
minutes. 

4.5 A member questioned what would happen to the country park proposal if the various 
landowners did not come to an agreement on the issue.  It was explained that as with 
other policies, the purpose of the consultation and in the following months was to test 
the policy to see if what was proposed was going to be viable and achievable.  The 
country park was possible but it did require testing and negotiation.   

4.6 A member challenged the accuracy of some of the data and assumptions drawn in the 
specialist report in regard to stone curlews and the extent of the required buffer zones.  
He felt this data needed review, either by the Commission or Task & Finish Group.  In 
this context, the Commission was informed that an Environmental Information Request 
had been received yesterday from a landowner, which was being considered.  It was 
important to note that this was a specialised issue and the Council had to rely on the 
expert advice obtained.  The detailed information was classified confidential to protect 
the nesting sites.  It was felt, therefore, that it was not desirable to embark on a 
separate review pending the Examination in Public.  It was agreed that the member 
should discuss his questions with the officers separately. 

4.7 On employment, it was felt it was not made clear in the document why the public 
preference for employment development north of the A11 was not being pursued.  The 
public believed that this would be the best location for businesses requiring lorry 
access from the A11, where there was ample room.  Another member added that it did 
not make economic sense not to use the land on the other side of the A11.   

4.8 The title of the Action Plan Map was also felt to be misleading and it was suggested it 
should clearly be marked as “Consultation Draft”. 

4.9 The Chairman of the Commission put the view that the railway station was in the wrong 
location, suffering from poor access and inadequate car parking, and that the Action 
Plan was strategically flawed in this respect.  He felt Thetford was the gateway to 
Norfolk and the question of railway access was, he felt, a fundamental part of the 
economic planning of the area. 

4.10 In response to the points raised above, the Principal Planning Officer (Growth Point) 
explained that regarding employment options, it was necessary to look at what 
employment use was included in the Action Plan.  The Thetford Enterprise Park to the 
north-west of the town offered mixed-use employment, including factory/warehouse 
use which would include lorries.  Other employment development in the town was for 
B1 office use which did not involve lorries.  As explained in the appended minute 
extract from the Panel 1 meeting, there was sufficient land inside and south of the A11 
boundary to meet employment needs.  Therefore, there was not requirement to go 
north of the A11.  If there was no need, was there a better argument to go north of the 
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A11.  The answer was no, because of the impact on the landscape and wildlife 
habitats.  While not in the European Habitats buffer zone, any breach of the A11 
barrier could impact on habitat areas to the north.  Hence there were mixed reasons 
why the Action Plan was not proposing development north of the A11. 

4.11 The officers confirmed the Map would be given a more appropriate title. 

4.12 So far as the railway station was concerned, the projected costs of relocating the 
station and relaying track were given to members (this information had not been 
available at the Panel 1 meeting in December).  Overall, the cost would require an 
investment in the region of £100million and Network Rail had no interest in such a 
project.  Furthermore, there were technical reasons why the station alone could not be 
relocated to another area of the existing track. 

4.13 While it was felt the information was useful to know, a member felt there was another 
option, which was to redevelop the existing station area to improve it and make it more 
attractive to users and to make it fit for purpose. 

4.14 The issues of the railway station were acknowledged, as was the need for a radical 
solution.  One possible option, for example, might be to develop a multi-storey car park 
to serve the site. 

4.15 It was pointed out that the policy on the train station in the Action Plan did not ignore 
the issues surrounding it and it was agreed it would be useful to ask the Moving 
Thetford Forward Board to look at whether there was any scope for capital investment 
in the railway station. 

4.16 Members concurred with the need to look at options for the railway station in a more 
positive way.  A suggestion was made to look at the use of the adjacent disused oil 
storage depot. 

4.17 RECOMMEND to Cabinet that it takes into account the above views of the 
Commission and the appended minute from the meeting of Policy Development and 
Review Panel 1 held on 16 December 2008, in its consideration of the Preferred 
Options of the Thetford Area Action Plan.  

5. REGIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGY REVIEW TO  2031 – HOUSING FIGURES 

5.1 Cabinet Agenda item 10 (pages 112 – 118) refers. 

5.2 The Commission has considered the report, together with the views of Policy 
Development and Review Panel 1, who considered the matter on 16 December 2008 
(minute reference 76/08) and recommended that the NHPAU (National Housing and 
Planning Advice Unit) housing projection targets were unsustainable and unachievable 
and that the GVA (Gross Value Added) level represented a more realistic target. 

5.3 Housing projections:  In answer to a question, it has been noted that the Council would 
not be alone in not accepting or opting for a lower rate of housing than that being put 
forward by NHPAU.  It was legitimate at this stage in the consultation for local 
authorities to raise their concerns.  All parts of the region were going to be under 
pressure to accept the housing figures.  If the rural areas opted for lower rates, there 
would be added pressures on urban areas to absorb the rest. 

5.4 Strategic Growth Options: So far as these options were concerned, the submitted sites 
resulting from the regional call for development proposals were precisely those 
submitted by landowners or their agents (Appendix C to the report).  There had been 
no sieving of sites in the process. 

5.5 It was felt the district could afford to increase the numbers of housing in the district by 
developing in existing towns and parishes and without the need to create a new village.  
However, the point was made that existing building targets were not being achieved 
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and that the Council would struggle to meet the targets in the new LDF.  Certainly, 
anything above that would not be achieved. 

5.6 Officers confirmed that the Council had not achieved regional housing targets in recent 
years.  The predicted sustained development period 2014-2021 would require 900 
houses per year to be built to catch-up to the regional average.  The  average in 2007-
08 was 625. 

5.7 A crucial point to note was that the Council could not control the housing market, either 
in terms of building, selling or mortgages.  If the market was not delivering what was 
required over the last five years or more and was not likely to be in a position to do so 
over the next five years given the economic climate, it was evident that the shortfall in 
the regional housing target would not be achieved.  It was felt the figures were purely 
theoretical and bore no relation to reality. 

5.8 A member suggested that one solution to help address these targets might be to 
promote self-build housing plots, which he felt could realise 100 units per year, as well 
as assisting targets on affordability as a self-build site was 70% of a full market cost.  
The key, however, would be to identify sufficient serviced sites. 

5.9 RECOMMEND to Cabinet that it notes the Commission’s views above and that the 
Commission: 

(1) supports the views of Panel 1 that the NHPAU housing projection rates are 
unsustainable and unachievable and that the GVA level represents a more 
realistic target;  

(2) supports the view that the options for strategic growth should look to 
development in existing towns and parishes rather than new settlements. 

6. DRAFT FINANCIAL INCLUSION STRATEGY - CONSULTATION 

6.1 The Commission has considered a reference from the meeting of Policy Development 
and Review Panel 3 held on 9 December 2008 on a presentation of the draft Financial 
Inclusion Strategy as part of the consultation process on the new policy.  (Panel 3 
minute 39/08 refers) 

6.2 It was noted the consultation on the draft Strategy was due to be concluded at the end 
of February 2009, to be followed by submission of the document to Cabinet on 7 April 
2009 and Council on 23 April 2009.  

6.3 It has been noted that the aim of the Strategy is to create effective services and tools 
for Breckland residents to reduce financial exclusion, lower the number of 
homelessness applications due to rent and mortgage arrears and lift households out of 
fuel poverty. 

6.4 Financial inclusion had two elements: 

§ Financial exclusion – a person’s ability to access appropriate financial products 
and services 

§ Financial capability – the skills people had to budget and plan for the future and 
their attitude to money and financial institutions 

6.5 There were a number of ways in which people could be affected by financial exclusion 
or their financial capability, ranging from bank accounts and personal credit to home 
ownership, tenancy/mortgage sustainability and fuel poverty. 
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6.6 In the light of the detailed report from Panel 3, the Commission has supported its 
recommendations and notes its comments, in particular in regard to the establishment 
of a Task and Finish Group to assist with the revision of the Affordable Housing Policy 
and the establishment of Credit Unions. 

6.7 RECOMMEND to Cabinet that it notes that the Commission endorses the adoption of 
the draft Financial Inclusion Strategy as it would help those most in need. 
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APPENDIX 
MINUTE EXTRACT 
POLICY DEVELOPMENT & REVIEW PANEL 1 - 16 DECEMBER 2008 
 
75/08 LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK - THETFORD AREA ACTION PLAN - 

PREFERRED OPTIONS (AGENDA ITEM 6)  
 
 An introduction to the report was given by the Environmental Planning Manager and 

the Principal Planning Policy Officer (Growth Point) presented the details of the 
Action Plan Preferred Options. 

 
 A member drew attention to the proposed retail park development area adjoining the 

existing Sainsbury’s area and pointed out that the Town Council had raised the need 
for more family leisure facilities, which did not appear to be addressed in the Action 
Plan.  She questioned the merit of further supermarket/retail provision when the town 
had need for family recreation/leisure facilities. 

 
 It was explained that the majority of retail provision was focused in the town centre.  

Any major leisure facility (e.g. bowling), had to be supported and delivered by market 
demand.  At this stage, it was unclear whether the town had sufficient population to 
support such a facility, even if the market was willing to deliver it.  It was not the role 
of the Council to enforce such provision.  However, the policies could be adjusted to 
either allocate some area of the retail park land for leisure use or to include a policy 
for leisure provision in the growth locations. 

 
 A member was concerned about whether budgetary funding for the proposed bus 

interchange had yet been committed by the County Council for this project.  The 
Panel was informed that a report was to be considered at the next meeting of the 
Moving Thetford Forward Board on the question of funding and time-frame, which 
would provide more detail about the scheme’s deliverability.   Officers felt that the 
situation was looking more positive. 

 
 The Chairman of the Overview and Scrutiny Commission was concerned that some 

wider strategic issues were not sufficiently addressed.  He cited issues about the 
number of jobs to meet housing growth, the need to enable future leisure provision to 
meet growth and, more particularly, the issue of sustainable transport provision for 
the town.  He felt the current location of the railway station was unsustainable and 
also that the Action Plan went against people’s wishes for development north of the 
A11 and did not say why.    

 
 Another member commented that some of the statements in the document were 

rather “sweeping” (e.g. the use of the word “lots”) and could be more appropriately 
worded. 

 
 The Environmental Planning Manager responded that the Plan could be amended to 

take account of members’ views regarding retail and leisure provision.  However, 
there were more fundamental concerns about the comments regarding development 
north of the A11, because of the difficulties that would occur from the impact on the 
European Protection Bird Species, problems in traffic movement and junctions on the 
A11 (particularly for the village of Croxton) and the severance of communities that 
would result.  These would create real problems and raise the question of the Plan’s 
consistency with the Core Strategy. 

 
 Other arguments against development north of the A11 were that Thetford’s growth 

had historically been along the river valleys to the south of the A11.  Development to 
the south was achievable and gave the best fit with the existing town.  So far as job 
projections were concerned for the period to 2021, the present rule of thumb was one 
job per house on average.  Therefore, 5,000 jobs were allowed for 5,000 houses.  
There was no current employment shortfall to be overcome in the Plan and the Plan 
therefore aimed to keep the present balance. 
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 On the question of the location of the railway station, it had been confirmed with 

Network Rail that there was no national policy to increase the number of stations and 
the cost of relocating Thetford station north of the A11 would be very much more 
than £10 million, which, together with the time such a project would take, would make 
it prohibitive. 

 
 It was emphasised that this was a preferred options only document for public 

consultation and that there would be time to build on the detail presently contained in 
the Plan.  In addition, there would be a further consultation during 2009 and early 
2010, including more detailed plans for major development areas. 

 
 Discussion then took place on the question of developer contributions to 

infrastructure costs and whether these were achievable.  It was explained that more 
testing on these figures was yet to be done over the next 12 months but the figures 
currently included were felt to be reasonable and compared favourably with other 
such schemes nationally. 

 
 In answer to questions about the feasibility of the country park provision, it was 

explained that such schemes were normally funded and achieved through agreement 
between the landowners.  The issue of the protection of the Stone Curlews nesting 
habitats was not affected by the development of a country park, since the advice 
received was that the birds would nest in green open space near a country park, 
even though it was used by people for walking etc., but they would not nest near built 
development, such as houses.   

 
 The provision of the country park area was essential to the protection of the Barnham 

Cross Common area and to encourage more sensitive use of the common land by 
directing people to use the country park area a half mile away for walking and 
exercising their dogs.  If the country park was not achieved, there was the risk that 
the Appropriate Assessment for Thetford could fail as the existing problems around 
the use of Barnham Cross Common will not have been addressed. 

 
 A member sought clarification between the various figures given on the houses to 

jobs ratio and also questioned, given the proximity of High Lodge to Thetford, why 
there was no walkway or cycle path provision through Thetford Forest included in the 
Plan.   

 
 In reply, it was explained that so far as the housing/jobs figures were concerned, the 

key figures to which the Plan had regard were those in the Regional Spatial Strategy, 
which were minimum figures, whereas the figures in the Core Strategy were more 
realistically set at a higher level.   

 
 With regard to the issue of access links to Thetford Forest, this was being picked up 

and the Forestry Commission would be reporting to the Moving Thetford Forward 
Board on proposals. 

 
 A member queried the need for country park provision when the forest was available 

for open space use.  It was explained that the Plan needed to make provision for the 
different types and functions of open space and which could provide for the town as a 
whole, not just for new development areas. 

 
 Questions of general detail were also answered on the developer infrastructure levy 

and education provision.  On the latter issue, it was noted that the policy in the Plan 
was based on Norfolk County Council policy. 

 
RECOMMEND to Overview and Scrutiny Commission that it notes this Panel’s 
reservations over certain strategic aspects of the Thetford Area Action Plan as 
presently drafted when it considers the matter at its meeting on 8 January 2009. 

  


